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Willa Cather is a Twentieth-century novelist, short story writer, essayist, 
journalist and poet, famous for her depiction of immigrant pioneers in Nebraska. My 
Antonia is often considered her masterpiece and has received an area of research since 
its publication in 1918. Before the 1960s, some critics generally compliment Cather 
for her prose style and genuine sympathy for pioneer woman Antonia’s struggle on 
the prairie, while others view negatively the novel’s unconventional form and its 
loosely-connected episodes. As feminist criticism becomes popular in the 1960s, 
critics begin to reexamine My Antonia in new angles and to focus on Jim Burden’s 
narrative credibility. Encouraged by Cather’s strong female characters, some feminists 
argue that Cather’s intention of applying a male writer Jim Burden is to parody 
patriarchal clichés and to extol women’ s power and achievement; and the 
unconventional form of the novel is reinterpreted as Cather’s ironic art. However, 
other critics insist that Cather inherit a masculine literary tradition and even consider 
her a misogynist.  
Exposed to these researches, I maintain that these statements are convincing but 
partial. Many of these arguments ignore the dialogues and conflicts in My Antonia 
between two contradictory thoughts about women, represented separately by Jim 
Burden and Lena Lingard in the novel. Based on Marxist theories of materialism and 
reflection, liberal feminism, and reader-response theories, I try to argue in this thesis 
that Willa Cather in My Antonia projects her inner mentality onto Jim Burden and 
Lena Lingard, and then let them represent respectively her two contradictory attitudes 
towards women: her patriarchal principles reflected by Jim Burden, and her feminist 
ideas conveyed by Lena Lingard. By fictionally weaving her life into the two 
characters Jim and Lena, Cather artistically transforms her personal conflict to a 
poetic dialogue.  
In Chapter One, I give a brief summary of the literary reviews on My Antonia as 
well as a brief introduction to Willa Cather’s biography and works. Chapter Two 














autobiographical characters Jim Burden and Lena Lingard not only her factual 
experiences, but also her psychological perceptions. On the social scale, Jim voices 
her nostalgia for the pioneer spirits and her emotional attachment to hard-working 
pioneers. On the personal scale, Lena’s career-oriented life and her hostility to 
marriage parallel Cather’s personal experiences and her feminist practice. Following 
the conclusion in Chapter Two, I elaborate in Chapter Three that Cather exposes her 
dual attitude towards the patriarchic society through the two autobiographical 
characters Lena and Jim. Cather’s creation of Jim Burden as a male storyteller for the 
five books and Jim’ depersonalized writing of Antonia reflect Cather’s catering to 
masculine narrative tradition and her patriarchal ideology in general. On the other 
hand, Lena’s oral voice contradicts Jim Burden’s narrative authority and subverts his 
patriarchal vision about women. Chapter Four is about Cather’s two specific writing 
techniques: her deliberate addition of an introduction to the five-book manuscript and 
her use of various points of view. The introduction suggests that the female characters 
in the novel are not women existing in real life, but are images derived from Jim’s 
patriarchal vision of women. The other technique is Cather’s use of various points of 
view. Cather writes Antonia through different storytellers’ narrative angles. I analyze 
that the image of “Antonia” in the female characters’ narration is stronger and more 
independent than the image in Jim Burden’s patriarchal point of view. Chapter Five 
summarizes the coexistence of two contradictory thoughts in My Antonia: patriarchal 
ideology in principle and feminist practice in life. I also find the existence of such a 
duality in Cather’s other two novels O, Pioneers! and The Song of the Lark. Besides, I 
explore possible reasons for the development of Cather’s duality from two aspects: 
her living environment and literary aspiration.  
Cather’s original intention of writing My Antonia is to express her admiration 
for her Nebraska friend Annie Sadilek, life model of Antonia Shimerda. In the process 
of writing, however, Cather makes My Antonia become a self-exploration of her inner 
conflict between patriarchal conventions and feminist practice. Cather is important as 
a female writer who impresses the reader with her pioneer women that women can 














works. To state that Cather is a feminist writer without mentioning her patriarchal 
ideology is not accurate.  
Various explorations have been done on the connections between Willa Cather 
and Jim Burden, and the relationship between Jim Burden and Antonia Shimerda. I 
hope there will be some future enlightening study about Lena Lingard, and the 
relations between Jim Burden and Lena Lingard since the whole Book III of My 
Antonia is about dialogues and conflicts between Lena and Jim—Cather’s two 
fictional selves.   
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Chapter One Willa Cather, her Life and Works 
1 
We make out of the quarrel with others, rhetoric, but of 
the quarrel with ourselves, poetry. 
W. B. Yeats 
 
Chapter One Willa Cather, her Life and Works 
 
William J. Stuckey opens his preface to the 1990 spring issue of Modern Fiction 
Studies with “The life of any serious writer is a story of conflict and contradiction. 
Willa Cather is no exception.” Indeed, Willa Cather’s life and works show sharp 
inconsistencies. There is a sharp contrast between her cropped hair and sporty clothes 
in her adolescent years, and gallant silks and furs in her later life. Stephanie Vaughn 
terms Cather’s change as a move “from flamboyantly unconventional to the 
flamboyantly conventional mode”. Cather is best known for her depiction of Nebraska 
frontier and European immigrants, but she conveyed rather an ambivalent attitude 
towards her Nebraska experience. “It has been the happiness and the curse of my life” 
(qtd. in O’Brien 59), she remarked in an interview. In her works, there are contrasts 
and contradictions too. Kathleen Wheeler states that there are thematic oppositions in 
most of Cather’s novels, oppositions “between country and city life, between society 
or family, and the individual’s need for solitude, between artistic genius and 
mediocrity, between nature and the urban, Europe and America, order and chaos, male 
and female experience” (20). The protagonists in Cather’s earlier works are mostly 
sophisticated intellectuals or artists in modern cities, but her later focus is illiterate 
farmers living on wild frontiers. Furthermore, the characters under Cather’s pen seem 
gender-reversed. Female characters usually possess strength and wisdom while male 
characters are characterized as hesitant and ineffectual. Cather herself did not give any 
explanation to the above mentioned inconsistency and unusual arrangements. Unlike 
many other writers who write autobiographies or have their diaries and personal notes 
published, Cather put her letters into fire and asked her close friend Edith Lewis to do 
the same. Ned Martel describes Cather as a well-shielded novelist. Deborah Carlin 
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in American literature.  
Cather’s works about Nebraska pioneers are unique and irreplaceable by any 
other writers. There have been reviews of her works from various aspects. Most 
heroines in Cather’s works are independent and capable, always managing to 
overcome difficulty and build up their desired lives. These splendid female characters 
meet feminists’ expectation on the aspect of women’s independence and growth, and 
her works have been under study for feminist exploration. When feminists try to 
establish Cather as a feminist writer, however, Cather’s earlier masculine behavior 
and her public defiance of women’s writings frustrate feminist critics. There are a few 
scholars who position Cather’s writing within a masculine literary tradition and view 
her as an antifeminist writer. Jeane Harris even terms her as a misogynist. Besides, 
there are also scholars who consider her a lesbian writer and regard her lesbian status 
as an undisputed precondition to study her works. 
Based on Marxist theories, it is not the consciousness of men that determines their 
social being, but on the contrary, it is their social beings that determine their 
consciousness. “All mental (ideological) systems are the products of real social and 
economic existence” (Raman Selden, 88-9). To put it in another way, human beings’ 
thoughts are not born naturally, but are decided by their social activities. In this thesis, 
I will try to explore, through an analysis of My Antonia, Cather’s dual attitude towards 
women—her patriarchal ideology in principle and feminist practice in life. In Chapter 
One, I will introduce briefly Willa Cather’s biographical information and her works as 
a background reference.  
1.1 Cather’s Career-Oriented Life  
Willa Cather was born in a traditional Protestant family in Virginia in 1873. At 
the age of nine, Cather moved with her parents to Divide Farmland in the Midwest 
state of Nebraska, where she began to know immigrant farmers, particularly women 
from Bohemia, Russia and Scandinavian regions. More than one year later, the 
Cathers left the farmland country for Red Cloud Town. As a girl in Red Cloud for 
over six years, Cather appeared before public as a tomboy in cropped hair and soldier 
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“Dresses and Skirts” (O’Brien, 99). At that time, Willa Cather was interested in 
learning Greek and Latin and began to read classical works by Virgil and Homer etc. 
During her stay in Red Cloud Town, Cather had developed a career interest in 
medicine, which was not an appropriate profession for a woman at that time and kept 
on doing animal dissections seriously. However, she shocked her neighbors more 
greatly when she altered her name “Willa Cather” to “William Cather”, for “William” 
was surely a masculine name reserved for males only.   
In 1890, Cather left Red Cloud Town for Lincoln for her university education. 
There, she showed a greater interest in literature and switched her career ambition 
from medicine to literature. During her university period, she wrote critical columns 
for newspapers in Lincoln and assumed part-time editing positions for local 
newspapers. By the time she left Nebraska, Cather had published about a half million 
words of journalism. In 1896, Cather began her formal career as an editor in 
Pittsburgh, where she attended frequently opera and drama performances for writing 
artistic performance reviews. In 1905, Cather’s collection of short stories The Troll 
Garden brought her to S.S. McClure’s attention, and her editing competence led her 
finally to the position of editing manager in McClure’s magazine, a popular and 
influential periodical at that time. However, as both managing editor and staff 
contributor in this science-based factual magazine, she was too exhausted to continue 
her fiction writing. In a letter to Sarah Orne Jewett in 1906, Cather expressed her 
anxiety of no literary improvement. Jewett pointed out that Cather had a unique 
background of “a Nebraska life, a child’s Virginia, and now an intimate knowledge 
of …Bohemia”. Jewett advised Cather, “You must find your own quiet center of life, 
and write from that to the world” (qtd. in Sarah Orne Jewett to Willa Cather, Dec. 13, 
1908, letters of Sarah Orne Jewett, ed. Annie Fields (Boston’ Houghton Mifflin, 1911, 
p249). In this letter, Jewett also encouraged Cather to give up her editor job and 
become a full-time professional writer. In 1912 when six years had passed after 
Jewett’s letter, Cather finally decided to resign from her editing job and concentrated 
herself on fiction writing in her rest life.   
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sociable person, making friends with artists and participating in literary circles. After 
moving to New York, however, she receded more and more from the public although 
her fame and influence had rose steadily. She held great abhorrence towards the ever 
increasing industrial and commercial America after World War One, expressing 
frequently her disappointment with industrial production and modern civilization. 
Critics frequently quoted her statement that the world broke into two in 1922 or about 
and she belonged to the former one, and people under forty could not understand her. 
Cather despised businessmen, claiming that they did not labor hard but just reaped 
profits from others. In 1934 when her work A Lost Lady was adapted into movie, she 
remarked that modern people could understand neither Marian Forester (the fictional 
heroine of A Lost Lady) nor her feeling for Marian Forester. Cather was so indignant 
about this movie adaptation that she forbade all her works to be adapted into movies 
later.  
Cather remained unmarried for her whole life and devoted herself to career 
development, whether when she aspired after medicine, editing or fiction writing.  
1.2 Cather’s Literary Career  
Cather’s works consist of twelve novels, numerous short stories and critical 
reviews. Based on the thematic focus, I divide her literary career roughly into three 
stages.  
The first stage started from her writing apprenticeship at college and ended before 
the writing of O Pioneers!. During this period, Cather developed a strong interest in 
classical works and began to write short stories. The major published works in this 
period include April Twilights (in 1903), The Troll Garden (in 1905) and Alexander’s 
Bridge (in 1912). According to James Woodress, Alexander’s Bridge, which is 
Cather’s most important work in this stage, is very “Jamesian”—a result of imitating 
Henry James’s style and theme. Most of protagonists in these works are intellectuals 
and artists, and the style is over-furnished with detailed descriptions. Due to lack of 
originality, these works hardly have received critics’ attention, and Cather preferred to 
omit these immature works when she selected her anthologies.  
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